because of their familiarity with the dreary record of injustices repeatedly perpetrated against Jews in virtually every European country during the later Middle Ages.4 These barbarities were sometimes sponsored, often merely tolerated, by secular and ecclesiastical authorities, so -goes the argument -what reason do we have for believing Chaucer any more enlightened in this regard than many of his educated contemporaries?
Inexorable as this rhetorical question may sound when appended to a factual recital of medieval intolerance, I think we need not concede the implied answer. For the Geoffrey Chaucer revealed in the records of his public career as well as in his poetry was a widely travelled man of extraordinary subtlety and sophistication,5 a man attuned to ironic anomalies in the human condition and prone to express the joy of their discovery in self-mockery as well as in the mockery of others. That such a person could have recognized the fundamental incongruity of Christian anti-Semitism (an attitude repeatedly condemned by various papal proclamations),6 and could have come to regard this bigoted outlook as worthy of ridicule seems to require no defence, especially in light of Chaucer's unquestioned satire of many other political, social, and religious cliches of his world. 7
Admittedly, one difficulty with proposing an ironic reading of the Prioress's Tale is the lack of a clear literary precedent addressing the same theme. Chaucer's approach to poetic composition often betrays an almost neoclassical dependence on models, and no vernacular or Latin prototype for this kind of sophisticated mockery of Jew-baiting readily suggests itself. Similarly, an author with Chaucer's social aspirations, conservative temperament, and deft sense of diplomacy might be thought especially unlikely to adopt, toward a favourite contemporary prejudice, such a confrontational posture (a posture much riskier to the social critic than mere moralizing). 6 Solomon Grayzel, The papal bull Sicut Judeis\ repr. in Essential papers on Judaism and Christianity in conflict, ed. Jeremy Cohen (New York: New York University Press, 1991), 231-59, documents the repeated ecclesiastical condemnations of the various anti-Semitic 'blood libels,' the complete failure of the Church to enforce these decrees effectively, and the theological schizophrenia whereby protected Jews are defined so narrowly (Le. 'only those who do not presume to plot against the Christian faith') as to deny a presumption of innocence to most. My own view is that the first of these objections seriously underestimates the degree to which Chaucer recreates his sources and redirects them to new purposes; as for the second, it may easily be turned on its proponents since social caution on Chaucer's part may well account for the extraordinary subtlety of the satire (and our resultant doubts about its actual presence). Thus, it remains true that a satiric response to this tragic blind spot in medieval Christian civilization would have been at least theoretically available to Chaucer. Moreover, to assume this sort of satiric purpose for the Prioress's Tale in no way risks positing an anachronistically liberal Chaucer, for he does, after all, treat his fictional Jews as mere props and, on this reading, appears to find his narrator's anti-Semitism gruesomely humorous rather than heinous. 8 In our world, only a Jewish author would be allowed this luxury. Political correctness would now restrict non-Jewish authors to treating this theme within a tragic, or moralistic, or elegiac framework.
As for the claim that the Tale is given to the Prioress merely because its genre broadly suits her vocation, and that it has no specific correlation with her character as delineated in the General Prologue., so impartial a scholar as Boyd has noted that this view 'hardly matches the carryover of sentimentality and liturgical bent that are stressed in the portrait and carefully woven into Prologue and Tale'-9 It was not my original purpose, however, to reiterate the acute and fairly convincing observations of Donaldson, Gaylord and others concerning the various lexical and structural evidences of satiric intent in the story of the 'litel clergeon'. The overuse of sentimental diminutives in the narrator's description of the 'clergeon' and his world, the categorical attribution of Satanic inspiration to the Jews, and the brutally vulgar incongruities of narrative order and tone all tell their own story, 10 as do the 9 The Prioress's Tale: a variorum edition of the works of Geoffrey Chaucer, vol. 2, part 20, 41. 10 \Ve are jerked away from a delicate stanza depicting the grieving mother at the foot of the child's bier (1.627), confronted with a following stanza in which the Jews (all assumed to be guilty) are vividly tortured and executed (11.633-4), and then jostled back into a third stanza (11.635-41), where we are once more invited to gaze on the pathetic but grotesque spectacle of the dead child singing Ainu redemptoris. This stunning tonal and structural incoherence is anticipated, however, in a shorter passage describing the provost's arrival at the scene of the crime / miracle: 'He cam anon withouten tanyng, / And herieth Grist that is of heuene kyng, / And eek his moder, honour of mankynde, / And after that the Jewes leet he bynde' (11.617-20). Cf. lan Robinson, Chaucer and the l:nx/i*h tradition (Cambridge: C.U.P., 1972), 151 'pious tenderness about the martyr comes into surprising adjacence to the rancour and injustice toward the Jews' apparently parodic echoes of the Tale's motifs and key phrases in the mouth of the Nun's Priest. 11
Instead, my plan was to argue that these evidences of satiric intent are governed by a hitherto unremarked central conceit: 'this newe Rachel.' This phrase, used to describe the clergeon's griefstricken mother, alludes to Matthew 2:16-18, where the Slaughter of the Innocents is recounted. At the risk of belaboring the obvious, then, in its New Testament context, this reference to Rachel evokes the lament of Jewish mothers over a massacre of Jewish babies by a maniacal Gentile ruler. 12 Chaucer appears to invite our recollection of this embarrassing anomaly by allowing the Prioress, in her declamation against the Jews, to identify Herod, erroneously, as their leader and co-religionist rather than as an insecure Roman stooge who was their oppressor: 'O cursed folk of Herodes al newe' (1. 574). But the allusion has more to it than this. 'Rachel bewailing her children' is cited by the author of Matthew as the fulfillment of an Old Testament prophecy. That prophecy, Jeremiah 31:15, is part of a long passage: (chs 30-31) predicting Israel's ultimate repentance and deliverance from Gentile enemies. Those Gentile enemies, it is promised, will in their turn be devoured and reduced to captivity (30:16).
Here, then, I believed I had found a biblical allusion whose context comically explodes the Prioress's provincially devout intolerance. The Prioress prefaces her hate-filled tale with a prayer to the Queen of Heaven -a Jewish widow whose beloved Son, an itinerant rabbi, was crucified by Gentile soldiers on the orders of a Roman governor. But in the Tale itself everything is backwards: a group of Jews, both the guilty and the mere bystanders (accessories after the fact), has been summarily tortured to death to atone for the murder of a Gentile child and to placate the grief of his Gentile mother, who is then described as 'this newe Rachel'. Seen in the light of its Old and New Testament sources, this allusion inevitably turns the Prioress's racially constituted universe topsy-turvy and makes hash of her anti-Semitism. 12 The New Testament itself does not assert, but takes for granted, Herod's Gentile origins. The ultimate source for our knowledge of Herod's Idumean roots appears to be Josephus (lib. 14., Ant. c. 18), but the basic facts are a commonplace in medieval biblical commentaries. See Aquinas's Catena aurea on Matthew 2:1-2, where the comments of Rabanus and Chrysostom on Herod's circumstances and motives are summarized.
In the Gospel narrative, villainy is more or less impartially divided among the Jews howling for Christ's execution and the Gentiles who carry it out. Likewise, in the Prioress's Tale, the Gentile representative of legality, the provost, seems fully as brutal and arbitrary as the Jewish conspirators responsible for the clergeon's murder. The point, therefore, of the inverted plot parallelism would seem to be that injustice is a perennially human trait and not one limited to a particular racial or cultural tradition, as the Prioress imagines. So in a certain sense the irony of her scriptural reference to 'this newe Rachel' is intrinsic and its presence indisputable. But is it intentional on Chaucer's part? The only candid answer I can offer at this stage is that it well might be, but then again it might not.
Whatever aberrations one may detect in the actual interpretive practices of fourteenth-century biblical commentators (and they are manifold), contemporary hermeneutical canons insisted on the importance of approaching texts, both sacred and secular, by first apprehending their literal meaning. 13 Concerning the Old Testament, Beryl Smalley long ago traced for us some of the major strides made from the time of Andrew of St Victor (mid-twelfth century) toward recovering the original Hebrew context, both religious and social, of the Law and the Prophets. 14 That sporadic process of recovery consisted not only in acquiring new factual knowledge about ancient Jewish customs and beliefs from near-contemporary Jewish exegetes such as Rashi, 15 but also in unlearning allegorical habits of reading that had veiled the literal meaning of many parts of these books from the eyes of Christian readers for more than a millennium. An educated layman of Chaucer's generation, with his humanistic bent, mildly anticlerical sentiments, and access (however indirect) to current rabbinical scholarship, would have been even more prone than a churchman to approach these texts unmediated by old-fashioned helps that obscured or obliterated their original purposes and contexts. 16 Hence he would have been as well positioned as anyone in his world to notice and relish the irony of labelling a Gentile woman 'this newe Rachel'.
13 By Chaucer's time, the 'literal' meaning was usually understood to include not merely a correct lexical identification and grammatical parsing of isolated words and phrases but a proper assessment of the author's figurative language and general intentions.
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Likewise, nearly all of the learned exegesis available to Chaucer on the Old Testament source of this 'Rachel' text asserts a specifically Christian framework for it and denies, or deflects, the uniquely Jewish circumstances of Jeremiah's promises. In fact, an undercurrent of theological chauvinism characterizes patristic and medieval explications of many Old Testament prophecies, a result of the widespread perception that the New Testament's own legitimacy depended on subordinating these earlier texts to a Christological reading. 19 Thus Bede, in a passage cited in the third nocturn for Holy Innocents, sees no hermeneutical or historical injustice in asserting that the real agent of Rachel's weeping is the Church, 'bewailing the unjust death of her members'.20 18 The same use is made of Apocalypse 14, and an accompanying homily by Chrysostom repeatedly asserts a conscious Christian purpose on the part of the Holy Innocents: e.g. Noruni laudare Christum, qui loqui non noverant: 'they know to praise Christ who had not known how to speak'. Breviarium ad usum insignis ecclesiae Sarum, 3 vols, ed. F. Procter and C. Wordsworth (Cambridge: C.U.P., 1879-86), I, ccxxxvi.
19 Rosemary Reuther, Faith and fratricide, the theological roots of anti-Semitism (New York: Seabury Press, 1974), traces all later manifestations of Christian anti-Judaism (and hence anti-Semitism) to the fear of the earliest Christian community that its own legitimacy would be undermined if literal or historical (i.e. non-typological) readings of the Old Testament were permitted: 'The polemic against "the Jews" in Paul, as in the New Testament generally, is a rejection of Judaism, i.e. "the Jews" as a religious community. Judaism for Paul is not only not an ongoing covenant of salvation where men continue to be related in true worship of God: it never was such a community of faith and grace . . .'. As a consequence of this Pauline attitude, 'The prophetic dialectic of judgment and promise is presumed to apply, not to one people, the Jews, but to two peoples, the Jews and the future Church. This means that all the statements of divine wrath .. are read monolithically as descriptive of "the Jews". The positive side of the prophetic message ... [is] said to apply not to the Jews, but to the future Church' (105; 131) . 2° Ibid.,ccxl.
Equally typical, in his insistence on an exclusively Christian significance for these passages, is the influential thirteenth-century commentator, Hugh of St Cher. This insistence extends to such small but awkward matters as the 'Gentile enemies' of Israel (mentioned in Jeremiah 30:16: 'qui comedunt te devorabuntur*); in Hugh's skillfully allegorical hands, these Gentile enemies are transformed into Catholic prelates, 'who nowadays devour Jacob . . .'.21 Such a reading would be unthinkable without the fundamental enabling assumption that the Church has become the true Jacob (that is to say Israel) and inherited the promises. 22 It should come as no surprise, then, that Hugh agrees with Bede: Jacob's wife Rachel also signifies the Church! 23 When he comes to Jeremiah's predictions of a permanent spiritual renewal for Israel, Hugh notes that the Jews believe some of these promises of restoration to have been achieved at the time of the return from Babylon and that the rest will be fulfilled under the aegis of their expected Messiah. But then he cites with approval St Jerome's mouldy assessment: 'all that is said here concerning the punishment of the wicked [who are, curiously, all assumed to be Jews] has already been fulfilled by the Romans or will be completed in Hell. However, the prosperity which is promised here refers to the conversion of those Jews who repented on account of the Apostles' preaching, and the entire passage is to be referred ... to the founding of the Church' 24
None of this thinking had changed in Chaucer's day. Nicholas of Lyra, for example, insists that all the details in Jeremiah 30 prophesying the Jews' deliverance from Babylonian captivity are mere figures of speech and that the reality behind them is Christ, whose work of universal salvation is depicted 'in this chapter and the next'. 25 Nicholas explicitly rejects the possibility of any future 23 4: fo. 247vb. He approaches the question etymologically, informing us that her name signifies 'sheep' and that this is appropriate since 'the Church is the hundredth sheep whom the shepherd, having found, carries back to the sheepfold on his own shoulders'. ' This cannot be understood concerning the return from Babylonian captivity, nor concerning any other later temporal deliverance, for according to the doctors of the Hebrews, and according to truth, the people of Israel (insofar as they were divided from the people of Judah, as is the case here) did not return from captivity, nor is this expected by the Jews until the time of the Messiah. And therefore, according to us, who confess his [i.e. the Messiah's] advent to have happened already, it is necessary that these writings be understood differently'.
Jewish material blessings when he quarrels with Rashi's claim that Jeremiah 31:4 ('Rursumque aedificabo te') supports a belief in a literally rebuilt Jerusalem 'where Messiah will reign temporally and where all of the Gentiles will be subjugated to the rule of the Jews'. Nicholas finds this view patently false since the prophecy has already been fulfilled by Christ's founding of the Church, 'which is called Jerusalem'. 26 The most widely read fifteenth-century commentator, Denis the Carthusian, repeats, and amplifies, the points made by Hugh and Nicholas about the exclusively Christian significance of these irenic prophecies. Indeed, citing Jerome, he insists that references to 'Israel' in Jeremiah 31 apply solely to 'spiritual Israel' since 'the carnal and impious Jews are not worthy of the name of Israel'.27 As late as the seventeenth century, Catholic commentators such as Cornelius a Lapide, whose work is little more than a compendium of medieval interpretations, take a similar tack. When he comes to Jeremiah 31:15, Cornelius offers a repulsively anti-Semitic interpretation that drips with an irony invisible to him. He begins by asserting that the 'Rachel weeping' verse applies literally, and solely, to the Slaughter of the Innocents; but then he proceeds to suggest that, by extension, this commemoration of infant martyrdom can also be said to apply to ' Christian children who, on account of hatred toward Christ, are killed by Jews and infidels'. There follows a series of historical anecdotes, including two wherein Jews are said to have been responsible for murdering Christian children28 -the very same inverted (if not to say 'twisted') context invoked for Rachel's lament in The Prioress's Tale.
Even Thomas Aquinas's commentary on Jeremiah, a progressive one devoted to analyzing literal meanings, still manages to drain these prophecies of any future Jewish blessings by applying an interpretive strategy that simultaneously historicizes and typologizes them. Thus Aquinas asserts that the original reference of these prophecies was to the restoration of the Jews from captivity in Babylon during the time of Zorobabel and their later escape from 26 Ibid., fo. 152ra-b. As for how a Christian leader is to interpret the broader issues, Nicholas mentions Hugh's opinion that Jeremiah's predicted blessings have already been completed in the preaching of the Apostles, but he himself prefers to think that an ultimate fulfillment will occur at the Second Coming when all Jews men still alive will be converted. Hence he concedes at the opening of his exegesis on the first verse of Jeremiah 31 that 'all of these things are true, whether one understands "Israel" according to the flesh (for then [i.e., at the Second Coming] all the Jews will be converted to Christ) or according to the spirit, that is, as all the faithful, who are called by the name Israel. Isaiah. 54.f.' (fo. 151vb). foreign oppression under Simon Maccabeus. However, in the same discussion he repeatedly insists that ultimate fulfillment of Jeremiah's promises is to be found in the Christian believer's liberation from demonic forces and in the massive conversion of Jews to Christian faith predicted by Paul for the End of the World. 29 How, therefore, can we choose intelligently between the two major interpretive possibilities for the Prioress's Tale} Do we weigh more heavily the external documentary evidence of an almost invincible cultural blindness or the internal evidence of literary criticism, with its suggestions of deliberate irony and mockery? Either Chaucer carelessly deploys 'this newe Rachel' as a vaguely appropriate encomium for a bereaved mother -one sanctioned by well-known liturgical models -or he cunningly invokes the same phrase to function as a central conceit in a web of fairly sophisticated satiric cues that ensnare his narrator. Since we have seen that anti-Judaism in medieval biblical commentaries was not only quite extensive but programmatic, unapologetic, often unaware of itself, and quite prone to being vented in contexts like the one in question, the empirical bias of my own training makes me lean toward the first of these explanations as the more likely. If so, then Chaucer himself, no less than the fictional Jews, is here the target of a sad situational irony that succeeding centuries have brought into progressively sharper focus.
On the other hand, as I noted in my opening, most of our reading experience of Chaucer suggests a very guarded authorial presence, superficially gregarious but compassionate and remarkably self-critical; a person far less likely to embarrass himself over such a blatant cultural blind spot than, say, Shakespeare or Milton. And it isn't as though Chaucer lived in a world that had never heard anti-Semitism condemned as unworthy of Christian faith. 30 When we combine this general sense of Chaucer with the impression of striking coherence offered by the aforementioned passages in both the Prioress's Tale and the General Prologue, our literary intuition may once again tilt us toward the more generous conclusion.
The real problem I would have with that 'more generous' judgement of Chaucer is that, if 'this newe Rachel' were the central link in a chain of references that mock contemporary anti-Semitism, it would also be, by implication, one of the most daring attacks ever launched, before early modern times, on a key citadel of patristic hermeneutics. I am referring to the claim that Christianity has inherited and co-opted the Covenant, that the Church is the new Israel (or Rachel, for that matter), and that all of the Old Testament can properly be interpreted only in light of this axiom. Insofar as medieval anti-Semitism affects the literate class, and reflects more than a random collection of vulgar and visceral racial hostilities, it has its tap root in the soil of this axiom.31 Modern biblical criticism may be said to begin when the more belligerent ramifications of this position were gradually abandoned in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.
If we credit Chaucer with a satirical purpose in this instance, we must give him credit for having put his axe to the root of the whole exegc acal tree; and I, for one, am somewhat uneasy with the notion that his Christian humanism was quite so flexible and farsighted. But I am willing to be persuaded. 31 Heiko Oberman, 'The stubborn Jews: timing the escalation of antiscmitism in late medieval Europe', Leo Baeck Institute Yearbook, 34 (1989), XXV, notes that there is not 'just one carrier* for the rising tide of late-medieval anti-Semitism: 'It is not the heretical Joachites in the shadows, nor just the gross preaching-friars nor the uninformed common man (der gemeine Mann) who falls victim to the myth of eucharistic desecration or blood libel, but the sophisticated elite, the most refined representatives of high theology and biblical studies. , . . Modern Christian spokesmen for tolerance and the brotherhood of man prefer to believe that it was merely the base elements in Christianity that led to the upsurge of anti-Jewish agitation in the later Middle Ages. On the contrary ... it is the most spiritual thrust in Christianity, its search for reform and renewal, which makes the Christian tradition precisely in those times of revival [i.e. Lent and Eastertide] a deadly threat to the Jews ...'.
